Breastfeeding Shame and the Birth of the Mother by Robinson, C




In the contemporary moment, breastfeeding discourse of ‘breast is best’ is central to the 
practice of early motherhood in Western nations such as Australia, the US and UK.  Women 
in particular must negotiate the positioning of breastfeeding as pivotal to ‘good’ motherhood 
and are encouraged to evaluate their own mothering practices against the ideal yardstick of 
fully successful breastfeeding.  For many women this presents no particular issue and their 
breastfeeding work is happily augmented by the broader identity work it supports.  For other 
women for whom, for a myriad of reasons, breastfeeding is only partially successful or non-
existent, the experience of ‘second best’ ‘artificial’ feeding practices and conflicted maternal 
identity emerge. 
 
Drawing on fragments of personal memoir and broader emerging research on the lived 
experience of ‘breastfeeding failure’, this paper examines the production of new and 
distressing bodily and emotional cartographies in the context of the fight to establish 
breastfeeding.  I explore the argument that the strengthening alignment of maternalism and 
contemporary medical science has produced breastfeeding not just as a practice critical to 
motherhood but as a body project critical to successful selfhood.  In performing ‘the natural’, 
in performing their ‘choice’ of the natural, breastfeeding women access experiences of 
themselves as disciplined and morally powerful subjects.  Troublingly, however, these are 
experiences which rely on the selective naturalisation of breastfeeding access and ease and 
which produce the figure of the ‘Other Mother’ who is positioned as either naively or 
selfishly opting for risky feeding alternatives.  As such, the fight to feed becomes a fight for 
motherhood, into which, in the face of ‘low supply’ and ‘poor attachment’, the struggling 
mother carries a transformative felt-experience of shame. 
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 Following interventions made by the arrival of two children in a long career trajectory spent 
working on issues of embodiment and displacement in the contexts of homelessness, mental 
illness, and complex trauma, in 2012 I found myself profoundly changed by motherhood and 
realising – after the most recent year of maternity leave – that just as one cannot take leave 
from motherhood, one cannot take leave from research either.  As I briefly discuss in this 
paper, however, it took surprising effort to begin a process of more clearly thinking 
motherhood and research together.  This is a necessitated effort, I think, which betrays the 
troubling dominance of idealised narratives of motherhood, narratives which are my 
overarching focus here. 
 
More precisely, and as might have been classically foreshadowed from a feminist standpoint 
perspective, I became overwhelmingly driven in fact by a need to make sense of the stabbing 
difference between my felt experience of motherhood and idealised narratives of motherhood 
circulating in Australia, and in the privileged West more generally.  Indeed, I felt, echoing 
Helene Cixous (1976), that making sense of, and writing this gap, was not just a matter of 
intellectual interest, but a fundamental condition of my survival.   
 
Yet predictably perhaps, the first space I took this need into was a clinical one and in the first 
instance that felt difference between the ideal of motherhood and my lived negotiation of it, 
was recognised only as postnatal depression.  This was to discover that the difference 
between the ideal and lived can only be articulated as one of individual pathology, if it can be 
articulated at all.  My fast engagement in medicated motherhood made further clear to me 
that the question itself about divergent experiences of motherhood is in advance, made 
already a pathological one.  
  
How fascinating then to find that a whole research career engaging in the felt trauma of 
homelessness facilitated beautifully an entry into critical motherhood studies and facilitated 
my engagement with other non-pathological languages through which to make sense of the 
gap between lived and ideal motherhood.  So again, the condition for my survival – as it 
thunderously struck me walking home from work one night – would be to make motherhood 
itself, my motherhood, the subject of research, of my research, as indeed, it had always 
silently been.  Given the critical orientation generated through my research career so far, I 
knew there would of course be other articulations of the lived differences of motherhood that 
I could access, and I also knew that whatever else there was, I could always write my own.  
How did I not think of this earlier?  Perhaps the answer to this lies in part in the 
unthinkability, the unwritability, of powerfully naturalised ideals of motherhood. 
 
From a position of only emerging personal strength and critical capacity but of enormous 
privilege – in terms of my access to time and knowledge enabled through afforded childcare 
and tenured university appointment – I started some casting about in this newly encountered 
research world, sparking up internal and external conversations about how I had ‘done’ early 
motherhood and how best-practice early motherhood was written about in international 
research and policy.  I also began thinking through how I might engage a methodological 
form of what I will be calling ‘experimental memoir’ – involving memoir work critically 
engaged with my own bodily experience, medical records, early childhood records, personal 
diaries I kept about my children for example, and also involving the memory-work of other 
women generated through in-depth interviews.  That is to say that it is through collaborative, 
 inter-embodied memoir work that I’ll be seeking to give further critical form to the felt and 
lived dimensions of my own early motherhood.  
 
Specifically I began a search for existing literature about the felt-experience of ‘failed 
motherhood’ tied to the experience of ‘failing’ to exclusively breastfeed – the narrative which 
crystalised my own maternal depression.  Whilst there is little work which focuses in detail 
on women’s felt-experiences of breastfeeding struggle (although see for example, Kellehear 
2006; Palmer et al 2012; Williamson et al 2012) the rich and multi-disciplinary research on 
infant feeding and motherhood is usefully critical of the damaging, individualised notion of 
the ‘failure to breastfeed’ and examines women’s complexly striated freedom to access their 
own breasts and infants and to exclusively breastfeed.  Here as Linda Blum’s (1999) 
anthropological work so sharply demonstrates, the ‘choice’ to breastfeed is clearly 
understood as always subject to the different imperatives of diverse embodiments and socio-
economic, cultural, racial and physical locations (see also Bartlett 2005; Carter 1985; 
Hausman 2003; Law 2000).  Broader research also situates women’s experiences of 
breastfeeding failure as centrally resulting from easily fallible, dramatically idealised versions 
of the naturalness and ease of breastfeeding reproduced in multiple spheres from prenatal 
birth classes to national and international policy statements on ‘breast is best’ (Hoddinott et al 
2012; Schmied, Sheehan and Barclay 2001; Wall 2001).   
 
I observe that there is little salve to be offered, however, from positing a grief-stricken lack of 
clarity about what I came to view as my ‘failed mothering’ as a kind of false consciousness, 
as though if I could only work to better appreciate the discursive and material conditions of 
maternal sadness I would subsequently ‘cheer up’.  Sadness is not simply a matter of 
 consciousness but of corporeal consciousness, a physiological, felt reality not easily 
reinscribed, and perhaps only most likely reinscribed by the passing of time rather than by 
social and cultural critique.  The hurt takes hold. 
 
Nonetheless, I felt that, I feel that, surely, the development of a more politicised sense of my 
self-experience as a failed mother would offer at the very least some way of bounding an 
experience of failure that flowed uncontrollably into every domain of my life and body, and 
at the most offer – precisely in that more distanced articulation – a language possibly useful 
for others too, as a kind of troubling accompaniment to narratives of pathology which I 
assumed were other women’s first port of call also.  As such, I imagine my work as 
contributing to the genre of feminine écriture and to the specific project – taken on by only a 
handful of other academic women (see for example Crossley 2009; Shah 2013) – of publicly 
troubling ‘personal’ breastfeeding struggles.   
 
So here I am, ‘coming out’ as a failed mother, an instance of maternal failure framed, in my 
case (for of course, there are multiply identified instances of maternal failure), through the 
failure to exclusively breastfeed – a maternal failure read through the synecdoche of the 
breastfeeding breast (Nadesan and Sotirin 1998: 229).  I’m particularly interested to think 
about the currently intensified ways in which the mother is born through the breast, and to 
think about what kind of mother is born in the context of the failure to successfully establish 
breastfeeding.   
 
My core point is that problematically, the kind of mother I became was shrunk down to my 
questionable production of milk and to the ‘poor attachment’ of my child to my breast.  
 Though milk was not the only thing I supplied to my child and physiological attachment was 
not the only connection I established with my child, it quickly became clear that these 
nonetheless constituted the key scene of mothering – in terms of sustaining the child’s life, in 
practically living a twenty-hour routine of life with the child, and in successfully reproducing 
and performing maternal identity, specifically a physically attached and bountiful 
motherhood (see also, Swanson et al 2012).   
 
Following a traumatic instrumental delivery, I had a boy – as recorded in my hospital notes – 
who was not interested in feeding for about three days.  The so-called ‘critical’ first feed 
following delivery never happened.  My early experiences of breastfeeding on the postnatal 
ward included two midwifes grappling with both my breasts trying to position them to invite 
a good latch from the likewise bracing baby which they were also trying to operate.  Failing 
this, I sat stripped to the waist on a small chair while another midwife squeezed colostrum 
from my now engorged breasts to feed to my boy on a white plastic spoon.  After yet more 
nipple damage I also recall, as I shuffled the ward with a crying baby, two nightshift 
midwives stopping to talk to me.  And when asked if they might look at the shape of my 
nipples, I dumbly stood in the hallway and lifted my top so my breasts could be turned up to 
the fluorescent light.  ‘Oh’, she said, ‘They’re not that flat’.  Thus began what turned into a 
nine month fight to sustain some kind of breastfeeding relationship with my boy. 
 
Following birth, mothers engage with the overwhelmingly new form of the just-born-baby.  
As breastfeeding mothers they also encounter and inhabit their own newly constituted bodies.  
This is often a confronting if both ordinary and extraordinary experience.  The materialising 
of the perinatal breast only through varying elements of its possible dysfunction then is a raw 
 experience indeed, especially in a context in which it has already been made clear that there 
are ‘no morally liveable options’ by which to nourish your baby outside of breastfeeding 
(Kukla 2006: 177).  Specifically, the precarious breast puts the whole performance of 
motherhood at risk – a squeezing, shoving, crying mother and arching, twisting, distressed 
infant are, simply put, beyond the pale, hard to watch by intimate others in a hospital or 
lounge room, let alone by a public in more accessible spaces.  As I discovered, having a baby 
in your care is not enough to produce the ‘mother-effect’. 
 
What is interesting for me are the ways in which the physical failure of breastfeeding 
immediately throws into relief how intertwined physiological, socio-cultural and emotional 
cartographies are.  The physical trauma of breastfeeding difficulty by definition should also 
be immediately understood as a socio-cultural trauma and an emotional trauma in a context 
of the aggressively marketed message ‘breast is best’.  Centrally though, while breastfeeding 
is so resolutely understood and promoted as a vitally layered bodily, socio-cultural and 
emotional practice in the context of success, practically these dimensions remain unaddressed 
in the context of unsuccessful breastfeeding.  Thus women are given all breastfeeding’s hopes 
of emotional wellness, lasting bonds of infant love, celebrated social, cultural and religious 
status, physical prowess, empowerment and pride, but few tools to negotiate the inverse and 
devastatingly felt physical, socio-cultural and emotional impacts of divergent experience.  
Because of the risks exposing ambivalent or damaging experiences are assumed to pose for 
the broader battle to increase rates of exclusive breastfeeding (Knaak 2006: 414; Maushart 
1999: 157; Wall 2001: 599), women are supported only in their fight for milk, if at all, and 
are left to make the long and conflicted fight for the crumbs of maternal identity on their 
own.   
  
So again, what is particularly vital to notice here, is that physiological breastfeeding strife is 
articulated always through the socio-cultural and emotional hopes for breastfeeding.  The 
physiological cartography of breastfeeding failure is immediately always a socio-cultural and 
emotional one of failure.  This melding of physiological, psychological, emotional, social and 
cultural interiors and exteriors makes possible, for example, the exclamation made by a junior 
midwife, on observing my boy screaming and arching away from my breast, ‘Oh look, he’s 
rejecting you!’.  Here the physical failure of nipple attachment and the physiological failure 
of milk letdown slip so easily into the social and emotional dimensions of failed mother/child 
bonding.  This is a slip which may confirm a mother’s secret fear of inadequacy (see also 
Swanson et al 2012).  The rejection of the second best breast becomes a rejection of the 
second best mother and also perhaps even draws down on wider classed and raced rejections 
of stigmatised, bottle-feeding mothers in a cultural climate of ‘total motherhood’ with 
breastfeeding exclusivity at it’s heart (Wolf 2011).   
 
The breastfeeding breast is made readable then precisely through it’s physiological, socio-
cultural and emotional cartographic alignment, but also through it’s geographic and temporal 
placement.  In the 1960s for example, the breast was largely rendered unreadable as a 
breastfeeding breast (and perhaps more readable as a sexual breast as the coincidental take 
off of breast surgery might suggest) – bottle-feeding was at its height as normative practice 
(McLean 1990: 8).  In 2008, in one of the wealthiest areas of Sydney, in an officially 
accredited ‘Baby-Friendly Hospital’ promoting breastfeeding only, however, my internal and 
external breastfeeding physiology was graspable in a wholly new way.   Prenatally and 
perinatally, I was instructed only in the mechanics and routines breastfeeding and while the 
 tiring physical workload of breastfeeding life was made clear, at no point was it ever 
suggested that breastfeeding could produce extensive pain or indeed fail as an exclusive 
practice or that other feeding options existed.  Interestingly, it also certainly never occurred to 
me ask.  Centrally, tiredness aside, with my child at my breast I was going to feel 
overwhelming joy, connection and contentment.   
 
Whilst historians clearly show that infant feeding has always been at the core of the 
production and management of maternal feeling – whether this has entailed the promotion 
and normalisation of breastfeeding, bottle-feeding or wet-nursing – my specific breasts were 
born in a feeding moment constructed through the happy alignment of maternalism (‘breast’) 
and contemporary medical science (‘best’) (Nadesan and Sotirin 1998: 229; Wolf 2011).  As 
Joan Wolf (2011: 66-69) argues, this is a moment specific to neo-liberal risk culture in which 
breastfeeding is imagined not just as a practice critical to motherhood but as a broader public 
health body project critical to successful selfhood and responsible citizenship.  In performing 
‘the natural’, in performing their healthy ‘choice’ of the natural, breastfeeding women access 
powerful experiences of themselves as disciplined, morally responsible subjects (see also 
Murphy 2000).   
 
Troublingly, however, these are experiences which rely on the selective naturalisation of 
breastfeeding access and ease and which produce the figure of the ‘Other Mother’ (Michaels 
1996) who is accused of opting for artificially fed ‘stupid, fat and poisoned’ children (Barston 
2012: 118) alternatively through an egoism or naivety requiring state-lead intervention.  The 
Other Mother – who is as ‘stupid, fat and poisoned’ as her children – does important work in 
supportively evidencing the superiority of the slim breastfeeding body and it’s healthy, 
 adjusted offspring (see also Andrews and Knaak 2013: 105).  As such, it is no longer socially 
and culturally assumed that resorting to artificial feeding will produce guilt.  Instead, in the 
current climate, the failure to exclusively breastfeed is understood, as new research reveals, 
to cause profound and long-lived shame (Taylor and Wallace 2012; see also Labbok 2008; 
Lakshman et al 2009; Lee 2007). 
 
And therefore, to again repeat a core argument of this paper, working with a map of 
subjectivity, of selfhood, as dispersed through the body enables the clearer appreciation of 
how negatively charting physiological flaws in powerfully symbolic body parts necessarily 
entails powerfully symbolic and damaging self-transformation.  In the context of 
breastfeeding failure women suddenly find themselves – in the space of just a few days – 
with second best breasts, a second-best letdown reflex, second best maternal identities and 
even second best babies who’s health and development is already understood as 
compromised either through their exposure to continued problematic breastfeeding or risky 
artificial milk.  Unlike the other multiple stigmatising and traumatic bodily events we might 
more generally experience, however, breastfeeding is burdened with so much joy that it’s 
hurt therefore remains unspeakable, belittled and yet totalising.   
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